Prognostic value of serum selenium levels in alcoholics.
In alcoholics, exposure of Kupffer cells to intestinal-borne Gram-negative bacteria increases free radical release, which may, in turn, enhance cytokine secretion, creating a positive feedback loop, which contributes to liver inflammation. Impaired antioxidant mechanisms further aggravates this scenario. Some trace elements, such as selenium, are main cofactors of antioxidant enzymes. Some authors have found low Se levels in alcoholics in relation either with undernutrition, liver dysfunction, or intensity of alcoholism, but in general, Se supplementation has no effect on survival. In this study we measured serum Se in 16 controls and 76 alcoholics, 34 of them cirrhotics, 68 of whom were followed up for a median period of 38 months; 17 died during this period. Se levels were lower in patients than in controls and were related to prothrombin activity and nutritional status, more closely to this last parameter (stepwise logistic regression analysis). Patients who died showed lower Se values than those who survived. Se values over the median were associated with better survival, assessed by Kaplan-Meier curves and log-rank test. However, in multivariate analysis (Cox regression model), prothrombin activity displaced serum Se as a prognostic factor. We conclude that serum Se levels are low in alcoholics; these low values depend more heavily on impaired nutrition but also on liver dysfunction; although low Se levels were associated with a higher mortality, prothrombin activity displaced serum Se when survival was assessed using Cox's regression model.